In response to these issues, I have joined many others in urging that the conventional Catholic concern to highlight the harmony and unity within the Christian tradition must be complemented with an appreciation of the literary, social, and theological diversity of traditions, and a recognition of the conflicts between them. In addition, in cases of doctrinal change, the standard efforts to defend continuity and cumulative development in the Christian tradition need to be joined with an honest admission of discontinuity in teachings and practices both as a historical reality and as a future possibility. And furthermore, in the generation and transmission of the Christian tradition, the orthodox affirmation of divine inspiration, indefectibility, and infallibility must 481 
Concurrent with these efforts to clarify the communicative character of the Christian tradition, there has been a rediscovery of the role of rhetoric in the manifold expressions of the Christian tradition. The renaissance of interest in Christian rhetoric is evident in the new scrutiny given to the use of rhetoric in biblical materials and in theological writings through the history of Christianity. Moreover, a small but growing number of constructive theologians have accentuated the role of rhetoric in theology as appropriate to the nature of the theological enterprise and as well suited to the exigencies of the so-called postmodern period. The evidence is clear: the rediscovery of rhetoric is occurring across theological disciplines.
This article argues that attention to the role of rhetoric in the Christian tradition contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the nature of this communicative process. 4 The various components of rhetoric, which I will delineate, render intelligible diverse facets of tradition. Before we consider how the study of rhetoric advances a comprehensive understanding of tradition, however, I must first define rhetoric.
Rhetoric is often understood, following the classic formulations of Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian, as the study of persuasive forms of discourse-oral and, by extension, written. As such, the study of rhetoric aims to identify various kinds of arguments and topics, and attends to the use of figures of speech, narratives, and examples in the construction of rhetorical arguments. 5 These are the choices, forms, patterns, and strategies that constitute the discursive practice of rhetoric. So understood rhetoric is dynamically related both to a theory of argumentation, which includes logic, and to a theory of poetic language.
But the study of rhetoric ought not to be reduced to the analysis of persuasive forms of discourse; it should include the entire rhetorical process. The rhetorical process is a complex of factors that encompasses the entire social and cultural matrix of public discourse, and includes the tasks, resources, and character of the speaker or author who seeks to address a particular rhetorical situation, the various choices of persuasive forms of speech, and the role of human passions, 4 This article examines how rhetoric clarifies the nature of tradition, and not only theology. It implies that rhetorical considerations are of central importance in theology. But, here I will not directly address the whole range of issues posed by the role of rhetoric in theology. 5 reason, and action in the receptions of the audience. By examining this network of issues the investigator comes to appreciate the communal, contextual, and pragmatic dimensions of persuasive speech. 6 The study of rhetoric thus illuminates an entire process of communal discourse, from the formation of persuasive public discourse by speakers and writers addressing communities to the communal reception of this speech, and spiraling beyond to new reconfigurations and new receptions.
The study of the rhetorical process contributes to a comprehensive understanding of tradition in at least four ways, all of which are relevant to the concerns about tradition raised during the postconciliar period. First, it gives attention to the full range of persuasive modes of discourse, including various forms of rational argumentation utilizing figures of speech, narratives, and examples, used in deliberating about and communicating the truth-claims, and the moral and esthetic claims, of the tradition. Thus it accentuates so-called holistic forms of argument that employ the primary language of faith, although it need not exclude the benefits of other modes of argumentation. 7 Second, it clarifies the legitimacy and the importance of creativity and criticism in the genesis, transmission, and ongoing development of the Christian tradition, facets of the traditioning process that are periodically discredited or minimized in the interests of defending, in the name of fidelity to the Christian tradition, certain understandings of its inspiration, stability, and continuity. Third, it fosters a fuller appreciation of doctrinal diversity and discontinuity without necessarily sacrificing the Church's commitment to ecclesial communion, unity, and historical continuity. A fourth advantage of the analysis of the rhetorical character of tradition, especially pertinent for criteriological considerations, is that it allows us to identify the dynamic center of gravity and measure of the traditioning process by illuminating how the communicative action of tradition is held accountable both to the community 6 1 am using the term rhetorical process to refer to the dynamic interrelationship between speaker/writer, audience, discourse, and context of origin and reception. "Context of origin" refers to what has sometimes been designated the rhetorical situation, described as the exigence or occasion (in reality, or as interpreted by the speaker/writer) which calls forth a response in rhetorical argumentation. See L. and its practices and to the dynamic subject matter or reality of tradition: the saving mystery of Christian faith in the triune God.
DISCOVERING RHETORIC IN TRADITION
The role of rhetoric in the Christian tradition has been in evidence since earliest Christianity, but not always appreciated. Only since the 1970s has the use of rhetoric in Christian discourse begun to receive sustained and systematic attention.
8 A brief survey of some of the ways that rhetoric is being recovered and employed in the theological disciplines-biblical, historical, and constructive-will serve not only to support my basic contention that rhetoric is a necessary component in understanding the nature of tradition, but also to convey the importance of cross-fertilization between these disciplines if a sufficiently comprehensive understanding of tradition is to be cultivated.
In the landmark mid-century studies of the nature of the Christian tradition by Roman Catholic scholars Yves Congar, Josef Geiselmann, and George Tavard, the role of rhetoric in the constitution and handing on of tradition was not explicitly addressed.
9 Their studies initiated a wider and more biblically oriented approach to the subject of tradition that moved beyond the propositional focus prevalent in influential circles in neo-Scholastic Catholic theology, which concentrated on logic, syllogisms, and scientific demonstrations rather than on the full array of rhetorical considerations. 10 These studies of tradition were (e.g. exordium, narratio, confirmatio, conclusio), and specific rhetorical forms, strategies, and patterns (enthymemes, figurative language, examples, repetition, etc.) in New Testament materials. This work often explores how rhetorical concerns influence smaller units of argumentation, but it sometimes also suggests how these concerns drive selections from among wider genre options. 15 The operative assumption for much of this research is that, if one can identify the chosen rhetorical strategy, one can better determine the meaning of the text for the author, and perhaps the audience.
When considering the use of rhetoric in emergent Christianity, it is now widely admitted that Greco-Roman rhetoric should not be viewed in isolation. Serious attention must also be given to Jewish forms of inner-biblical exegesis, the use of rabbinic principles of interpretation (e.g. Hillel's seven Middoth), and various forms of commentary (e.g. midrashim), which have received renewed study in the work of Michael Fishbane, C. H. Dodd, Richard Hayes, James Kugel, and Rowan Greer, among others. 16 Although these Jewish exegetical methods do not explicitly set forth a theory of rhetoric, they do convey rhetorical choices and strategies for legal, deliberative, and exhortatory purposes that are important in their own right and have had an ongoing influence on Christian tradition.
Together Greco-Roman and Jewish rhetorical practices have had a profound impact not only on the genesis of biblical traditions, but also on their transmission, interpretation, application, and revision in the history of theology. As such, rhetoric serves not only in the formation and delivery of sermons, which is often commented on, but more fundamentally as a manner of thinking, writing, and argumentation in theology. This interest in the broader use of rhetoric in theology is evident in the recent wave of research into the writings of theologians from diverse historical periods: early Christian writers, Origen and Gregory of Nazianzus, Tertullian and Augustine; reformers and humanists, Calvin, Melanchthon, Erasmus, and the first Jesuits; moderns, John Henry Newman and Karl Barth. These studies differ in 15 Consider, e.g., the use of encomium and historia in rhetorical arguments and its significance for identifying the genre of the Gospels; see, e.g., Richard A. Stepping back from these various and disparate enterprises, we find that biblical and historical works often focus on minute details in rhetorical arguments, followed by considerations of author, audience, context. Contemporary theologians offer more programmatic statements on the importance of rhetoric in theology; they rarely focus on the range of specific rhetorical choices, but are concerned with broader themes and methodological matters as they strive to construct a compelling theology. 25 In order to gain a clearer picture of the contribution of rhetoric to a comprehensive understanding of tradition we need an integrated conception of these various kinds of studies: detailed analysis of specific rhetorical choices in relation to particular contexts and audiences, and reflection on the role of rhetoric in theological method.
RHETORIC AND THE INTERPRETATION OF BIBLICAL TRADITIONS
In an attempt to explore how the rediscovery of rhetoric encourages a comprehensive understanding of the nature of tradition, let us consider biblical traditions and their interpretation. The study of rhetoric provides biblical scholars and theologians with a comprehensive frame of reference for acknowledging (1) the contributions offered by the various approaches to the study of biblical traditions, (2) the interrelationship of these various approaches in the broader communicative process of tradition, and (3) the fact that no one strategy of interpretation is privileged or provides the last court of appeal in disputed matters, but that each approach casts light on a facet of the communal process of tradition. Over the past two hundred years of biblical interpretation the basic background theories have multiplied, so that we now have author-centered models, text-centered models, and reader-or audience-centered models of interpretation. 26 The focal point has changed over the years from the genesis of a text to the text in its literary integrity and more recently to the reception of the text. Numerous biblical scholars attempt to be eclectic, but usually work with one or two specific methods. No one to my knowledge either advocates or practices an oscillating approach that combines author-oriented, textoriented, and audience-oriented methods and that correspondingly takes into account the full process of tradition and interpretation. Indeed, this is probably beyond the capability and interests of scholars in our age of increasing specialization. Recently, however, representatives of each of these approaches to interpretation have been taking an interest in the rhetorical composition of biblical texts. Practitioners of the older historical-critical method have augmented form and redaction criticism with a ftdler appreciation of rhetorical devices and argumentative genres. 27 Those exploring literary approachesstructuralist, narrative, reader-oriented, and canonical-have devoted themselves to the rhetorical character and force of the biblical text as received. 28 There is also an interest in rhetoric among the various social-historical and ideology-critical scholars who seek to describe, interpret, and explain the original social situations and social forma- are often more interested than ressourcement and postliberal theologians in the plurality of theological traditions and the diversity of rhetorical strategies and situations within the Bible and manifested in the history of effects and the history of receptions of these biblical traditions. 32 The contributions of liberation and inculturation theologians to the study of the Bible are nascent, myriad, and disputed. They also defy neat categorization. On the one hand, in the spirit of ressourcement and postliberal theology, many liberation theologians advance their persuasive denunciations and emancipatory appeals simply by referring to the canonical heritage of the prophets and the synoptic traditions without recourse to historical-critical methods or results. 33 They also share with European theologians a desire to promote the reading and reception of the Scripture within smaller communities of devoted Christians. 34 But more often liberation theologians advocate historical-critical and more broadly social-and ideology-critical readings of biblical materials as indispensable for a fuller understanding of the social and political dimensions of the Gospels. 35 Feminist theologians in particular have contributed to a liberation hermeneutics by exploring the spectrum of interpretive strategies-author-, text-, and readercentered-in their effort to identify and redress the androcentric and patriarchal character of the biblical heritage. 36 By contrast, yet of equal significance, theologians in countries where Christianity is a minority tradition are forging innovative interpretations of Scripture that are actively responsive to indigenous religious and cultural traditions.
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The range of approaches to biblical traditions leaves us with a difficult question: How can we negotiate the differences and disputes about biblical interpretation within a frame of reference sufficiently broad to allow for contrasting insights, to promote an honest assessment of the advantages and limitations of various methods, and to help engender a genuinely catholic vision? 38 The debates between these various approaches to biblical interpretation cannot be curtailed or avoided. But perhaps they can be more clearly focused. Amidst these divergent approaches to biblical interpretation, the rhetorical character of Scripture unites authors, texts, and audiences in a dynamic and ongoing communal and historical relationship. 39 Concentrating on the rhetorical process of these biblical traditions facilitates a broader understanding of how communities and their public discourse interact in their genesis, transmission, history of receptions, and interpretations. This broader focus provides a means to reassess and conceivably break out of certain stalemates: between proponents of alternative methods that focus primarily on the author, text, or reader; between spiritual or theological readings and various critical readings; and between different theological interpretations that are addressing different rhetorical situations. Every interpretation of the Bible-from the classical senses of Scripture to the latest postmodern reading-is in some way a rhetorical interpretation. In other words, every interpretation seeks to shed some light on the rhetorical, i.e. communicative, character of the biblical traditions. Acknowledging the role of rhetoric in these traditions and their interpretations provides the means to reach a modest goal: to situate a given interpretation in terms of the broader rhetorical process of tradition. But it also suggests a more difficult and ongoing task for those concerned with adjudicating the conflict of interpretations: to evaluate these texts and their interpretations by the standards of tradition learned from the study of rhetoric; that is, in terms of the cogency of their contribution to the subject matter, the actions 3. The study of rhetoric teaches that the rhetorical arguments of tradition should serve the subject matter of an argument-the facet of reality that is being considered. Consequently, the aptness of rhetorical forms ought to be judged according to that subject matter or reality. This implies an epistemological responsibility and accountability in the traditioning process. As stated in classic formulations, rhetoric is properly a vehicle for Sophia and Logos, understood as a cogent philosophy. This claim corresponds with the Christian conviction that Christian proclamation and teaching, including theology, properly serve the subject matter of Christianity. For Christians the subject matter of tradition is the content, or object, or reality of Christian faith in its many dimensions, even though the precise nature of this content is "essentially contested," that is, under continual scrutiny and reevaluation within the dialogue of tradition. and theology. 44 But they have failed to incorporate into their theologies a balanced treatment of the intertextual and intercultural factors that have always influenced the Church and theology and continue to do so, especially evident in ecumenical and interreligious dialogues and the work of inculturation in non-Western cultures. Classical rhetoric encouraged speakers and writers to define an audience, but too often this was done at the expense of outsiders, with devastating effect. The same can be said of the rhetoric of the early Church. We must acknowledge what Christian leaders have long recognized, that social resistance and transformation require a robust rhetoric in the defense of the true and the good. But we must also be willing to recognize the pernicious side of a potent rhetoric, a side repeatedly witnessed in Western society: its ability to promote an insular and triumphalist model of community, and to caricature the positions of adversaries, be they alleged heretics, other religious communities, or subordinated groups within the community. It is not only the moral character of the speaker that must be judged, but the discursive practices themselves. 45 Correspondingly, we need to cultivate a deeper appreciation of the productive interplay between internal and external traditions as we strive to develop rhetorical arguments that are persuasive and inclusive, self-defining but not at the expense of others.
8. The study of rhetoric promotes a proper respect for the audience's reception as a necessary component in the traditioning process. This derives from the fact that rhetoric accentuates the communal character of discourse, which is partially evident in the work of composition (as indicated in item 4) and completed in reception. The communal reception of rhetorical works of the Christian tradition-be it the Bible, creeds, liturgies, church teachings, or practices-is not simply a passive submission of intellect and will; it is a defining action of the entire person. These acts of reception and nonreception deserve serious attention insofar as they indicate the role and authority of the ecclesial community in the process of tradition. 
